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1. Introduction
This paper examines the process whereby people seek and get guidance in using the 
computers and the internet in a public computer center.  What is this informatics moment, 
as we call it, and what contributes to its success?  We examine and compare the influence 
of both technological and social factors.
A transformation is taking place in the public library as a result of the public access 
internet-ready computers that patrons use.  It is certainly not the first library 
transformation; a useful comparison can be drawn between the two concepts of the 
reference interview and the informatics moment.  The reference interview was a 1960s 
reconceptualization of what takes place when a patron asks a question of a librarian, 
usually in order to access information in hard copy.  The informatics moment as we define 
it is a phenomenon that entered the library along with public access computers, generally in 
the 1990s and since.  Theorizing about the reference interview took place alongside 
dramatic changes in public library practice, as the popular response to the urban crisis 
drove people into libraries seeking help with basic needs.  Then the 1980s—as the 
reference interview concept permeated research and teaching and practice—saw 
unemployment levels so high that librarians developed new library services in the form of 
job centers.
The dramatic shift in libraries that accompanies the informatics moment has two aspects. 
First, since the 1990s, libraries, particularly urban libraries, have become the last institution 
standing in economically decimated areas, and so they are refuges for homeless people. 
Second, in the 2000s libraries are central to the job search as the nation sees record 
numbers of jobless.
By informatics moment, we mean the interaction between a library worker and a patron as 
the patron seeks and gets help using the computer or internet.  This is a microprocess 
within the information revolution where we are seeing the emergence of a new tasks and 
work skills and, in our data, a new (para)professional – in fact a new division of labor in 
the library.
Figure 1 expresses this development spatially.  Where before the patron would come to the 
reference desk for help—the site of the reference interview—today patrons head directly 
for the banks of computers, or for the new worker that we found in the library.  In The 
Chicago Public Library named this person the cybernavigator.
Figure 1.  Library patrons reflect the economics, cultures and ages of people in a given .local 
community.  As they enter Chicago Public Library branches, they quite often do not consult the 
reference librarian, but rather move directly to the computers or the nearby cybernavigator.
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Libraries are important as archetypical public computer centers, where people expect 
service, help, education, and where the social structure of the space provides that help and 
the tools which make the help possible. In this study, success in the informatics moment is 
the extent to which people can get help with a variety of computer/internet uses.  This 
indicates the extent to which people are helped across some particular digital divide that is 
an obstacle for them.
2. Literature review
The digital divide—people’s differences in their access and use of information technology
—has attracted a great deal of money, effort, and criticism.  Research has established that 
the digital divide follows the demographic pattern of earlier socioeconomic divides of 
income, education, age, and gender (NTIA 1995, 1998, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2007), and that it 
is not a single divide but multidimensional and ever-changing (Clement and Shade 2001, 
Dimaggio and Hargittai 2001). Dimaggio and Hargittai highlight social support as one 
dimension of digital inequality.  Van Dijk (2005) distinguishes four aspect to the digital 
divide, three of which are social rather than technological:
1) Lack of any digital experience caused by lack of interest, computer fear and 
unattractiveness of the new technology (‘psychological access’);
2) No possession of computers and network connections (‘material access’);
3) Lack of digital skills caused by insufficient user-friendliness and inadequate 
education or social support (‘skills access’);
4) Lack of significant usage opportunities (‘usage access’).
In theorizing the emergence of the network society, Castells (1999) has posited the space of 
flows as a mechanism for controlling the space of place, and has proposed grassrooting the 
space of flows as that process whereby non-elites join elites in online and related spaces 
and activities, in a cacophonous competition for shaping and controlling the world that we 
all live in. For close to two decades, community informatics research has examined and at 
times in turn influenced the unfolding of that grassrooting process. Williams and Durrance 
(2009) describe this process as continuity (local historical communities) encountering 
transformation (information technology); this definition conveys its disruptive nature.
One of the spaces of place that research has examined is the public library, with surveys at 
a macro level (for instance, Williams 2000) as well as with ethnographies at the micro level 
(for instance, Sandvig 2006).  Bertot and McClure and their team offer (most recently in 
Bertot, Jaeger, McClure, Wright, and Jensen 2009) more than 15 years of examination of 
the public library as a public computer center, primarily but not only via survey data.  Their 
work documents, primarily from surveys of library equipment, but also library processes, 
that library patrons are entering the space of flows, many for the first time, in an effort to 
control their own lives and fortunes.  This process is happening in schools, at work, at 
home, even in the living rooms and basements of friends who have the digital tools.
This paper focuses on the microprocess of the informatics moment within the public 
library.  What is the process?  What maximizes the process?  What explains the variation in 
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the types of informatics moments?  Are these moments driven by technology, or by social 
factors?  Our conceptual framework for those social factors is social capital, that is, 
resources available across social networks, as in Lin (2001).  This framework has been 
fruitful in a number of community informatics studies, reviewed in Williams and Durrance 
2008).
3. Method
The setting for the research is the library system of the City of Chicago, which in 1999 
begun to create a particular corps of workers who provide the help and guidance that 
enables people to use the library’s computers and internet.  According to Bertot et al 
(2009), nearly 100% of public libraries provide public access computers and internet. 
While many rural locales are outside of any service area, public libraries remain one of the 
largest and most robust channels of provision of public computer access.
The personnel we found work as cybernavigators in Chicago Public Library, although they 
are paid by the library’s foundation.  As of 2009 there are 40 cybernavigators across the 79 
sites of the library system, particularly where demographics are associated with the digital 
divide, that is, lower rates of ownership and use of computers and the internet.  CPL has 77 
branches, two regional libraries, and a man library.  The cybernavigators are each assigned 
to one of 37 branches or the regional or main libraries.
The cybernavigator program consists of people working 20 hours a week as independent 
contractors.  Their task is to help people use computers and the internet, which includes 
teaching classes, working one-on-one with patrons by appointment and walk-in, answering 
questions and performing basic troubleshooting on the computers and printers.  They often 
also help staff in the branches with computing and other needs.
Different library systems have different approaches to staffing and providing this service. 
Ann Arbor District Library, for instance, at one time assigned this task to their pages.  The 
cybernavigators we encountered are not masters-degreed librarians (with one exception) 
and do not have reference training.
The field work is just concluding and this report is preliminary.  Thus far, we have:
• examined CPL’s archives and working files on this program, including reports from 
all 40 current cybernavigators
• observed six cybernavigators at work in different libraries
• carried out focus group discussions with 27 cybernavigators
• collected answers to questionnaires from those 27 cybernavigators
The sample of six sites was selected in order to emphasize lower-income branches and a 
range of ethnicities; the sample of 27 included those of the 40 who were able to make time 
for the researchers.
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The analysis now underway combines trend data with narratives to build up a thick 
description that holds true across the 27 cybernavigators, or rather the 27 settings for the 
informatics moment.
4. Quantitative trends
We explored two models as follows: 
(1) The technological facility of cybernavigator is associated with a wider range of 
informatics moments, or CN IT  IM.
(2) Increased social capital supporting the patron is associated with a wider range 
of informatics moments, or SC  IM.
To test these models, we used cybernavigators’ answers to closed end questions regarding 
three aspects of the process.  First, the help they provide to people.  Second, their own 
technology uses.  Third, the social relationships between the patron, the library, and the 
cybernavigator. Quantitative measures of the variables in the two models were constructed 
as follows:
• IM is a count of how many types of informatics moments each cybernavigator 
reports as going on daily in his or her branch.
• CN IT is a count of the types of technologies a cybernavigator reports using in his 
or her life, at work or beyond.  The lowest count was 13, the highest 23, with a 
mean of 19; this was from a possible total of 27 yes/no questions.
• SC is a count of indicators of social capital as reported by each cybernavigator. 
Some indicators reflect library social capital; others reflect the cybernavigator’s 
own social capital. Library social capital is a count of the indicators of social capital 
relating to the library staff that a cybernavigator experiences daily.  Cybernavigator 
social capital is a count of the indicators of social capital that a cybernavigator 
reports experiencing daily.
The CN IT and IM variables show a correlation of .22 (n = 21). This suggests a minor 
direct relationship between a cybernavigators technology uses and the breadth of 
informatics moments that occur daily in his or her library.
The Library SC and IM variables show a correlation of .38 (n = 27).  The Cybernavigator 
SC and IM variables show a correlation of .37 (n = 27).  This suggests a stronger direct 
relationship between social capital in evidence as familiarity, trust, and helping behaviors 
among community, library staff, and cybernavigator on the one hand, and the range of 
informatics moments that occur daily in the library.
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These variables are carefully calculated from specific reported behaviors that are detailed 
below and at the same time the tendencies are modest.  The narrative data from the focus 
groups, however, complements and fills in the details regarding the informatics moment, 
the cybernavigator’s technology activities, and the social capital at work.
5. The informatics moment
Robert Taylor (1968) led in reconceptualizing what happens when a patron asks a question 
of a librarian.  Through his work and others, that process or that moment became known as 
the reference interview.  He interviewed librarians about that question-and-answer process 
and derived four stages of information need that became the basis of further research, and 
then of library training (Ross et al 2002).  This work examined the process of getting to 
information that was generally in hard copy, asking a question of a library or other 
information system when you don’t know that system.
This study analyzes data collected from a new type of library worker: the cybernavigator. 
Rather than guiding people to information in hard copy, their work focuses on helping 
people use computers and the internet.  Patrons don’t have an information need so much as 
an objective that involves computers and the internet and they need help using the 
technology.  We call the interaction between the patron and the cybernavigator the 
informatics moment, with conscious reference to the earlier examination of the reference 
interview.  Our sense is that an examination of this microprocess at the heart of the digital 
divide can be fruitful for research and for practice, in libraries and beyond. A situation 
where library staff are unable to support a new library service, and non-librarian, non-
payroll individuals are placed in the library to do this new work, demonstrates a sort of 
creative destruction (Schumpeter 1942/1975) that is perhaps quite appropriate for a large, 
rule-bound public library system in a moment of chaotic transformation.
So library worker and patron interact, not in the reference interview, but in the informatics 
moment.  What is this moment?  The data suggests a typology that is laid out in Table 1. 
First, there is basic literacy.  On average, cybernavigators report helping people with 
reading or writing skills on a weekly basis.  Second, there is computer literacy, which is 
either basic or advanced. Third, there are functional activities that people are getting help 
with.  Some of these functions are specific to the library and can be defined as library 
literacy: navigating the unfamiliar or tricky print process and the computer reservation 
system.  Still others are functional online activities reflecting patrons’ lives.
Table 1 below ranks various types of patron activities that are involved in this informatics 
moment according to how frequently (on average) the 27 cybernavigators experience them.
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Table 1. The informatics moment: What are patrons seeking and getting Cybernavigator help with?
Literacy Computer literacy
Advanced computer 
literacy Library literacy Functional activity
Daily
using the 
mouse or 
browser,
getting or 
using email
printing, computer 
reservations
searching for work, 
applying for jobs
Weekly writingreading
producing or updating a 
document besides 
resume, doing research, 
using other government 
websites besides 
benefits, using social 
networking sites
using the library 
catalog,
using library 
databases
producing or updating 
resume, doing 
homework, getting or 
checking benefits
Monthly
taking a 
computer 
class
playing a game
looking into current 
events or cultural 
information, getting 
health information, 
banking/buying/selling/ 
other e-commerce, 
seeking resources 
relating to being 
homeless
Table 1. The informatics moment: What kinds of help are patrons seeking and getting from 
cybernavigators?
The most common informatics moments, encountered on average daily by the 27 
cybernavigators, involve either basic computer tasks such as using a mouse, browser, or 
email; complex library-specific tasks such as printing or making reservations, and activities 
such as looking for work or applying for jobs.
Informatics moments across the 27 cybernavigators vary a great deal.  Three 
cybernavigators report only two kinds of informatics moments occurring daily.  In each 
case these are helping people print and handle their computer reservations.  At the other 
extreme, one cybernavigator reports 19 kinds of informatics moments happening daily. 
The average across all cybernavigators is 10.
As one Champaign, Illinois, computer instructor tells his beginner students, “The digital 
divide is something that happened while you were at work.”  Today, newly unemployed 
people encounter a job market that has migrated online.  Businesses with semi-skilled and 
even unskilled job vacancies point jobseekers to the public library to fill out an application. 
Out of dozens of stories cybernavigators told about job seekers, many stand out, and here is 
one. (All unattributed quotes are cybernavigator comments in focus groups.)
One of my best success stories was a young lady I was assisting with job searching. 
We originally started out with just the internet basics and, you know, she just 
wanted to learn how to use the computer. And it went from learning how to use the 
computer, then she wanted to do a resume, and then – she seen me helping someone 
else do a resume prior to her session, and then she was interested in wanting to 
make a resume. We went from resumes to applying for jobs online. And she was 
coming out of a battered relationship, and it went from – she wanted to have her 
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own identity, her own income, and she went from, like, not really having a job or 
having a lot of experience, but I was able to utilize just her volunteer experience 
and some of – you know, just some of the life experiences that she had, to be able 
to articulate it into a resume format.  And we applied for a job at ---- as an 
environmental specialist, and she actually got the interview and went in and got the 
job and everything. And I was just so, so happy for her because she was like: “This 
is, like, the most money I ever made in my life,” and she’s like: “I would never 
have made it if it wasn’t for you,” and everything, and I just—I felt good because 
she was looking for something and she got it, you know what I’m saying?
At a more basic level, printing and computer reservations are frequent challenges for 
patrons because they are complicated.
You have to go up to the front desk, give them your card and some money. But then 
if you don’t remember how many pages you’re printing, you got to go back to the 
print station, click on it, type in your number, find out how much you owe, go back 
up to the front desk, add the money to the card, then go back over there, click on 
the website, which… There’s nothing telling you to click here. It’s just, how do 
people know?
Reservations are made at a dedicated station:
It’s kind of sort of – a kind of complex situation to be able to go make a 
reservation. If you don’t have your library card number, you need to go back up to 
the front desk, have a clerk get your library card number or apply for a library card, 
go back to the reservation station, make a reservation. You might have to wait an 
hour or two for a reservation to get a full hour session. But then they see empty 
seats because you get a 10 minute grace period.
In just these three examples the social aspects of help—the cybernavigators received a day 
or so of training that called it customer service—loom large, within the environment of 
important but scarce resources (computer time, prints) that is the public library.
6. Technology expertise among cybernavigators
We operationalized the technological facility of the cybernavigators as how many of 27 IT 
activities they reported doing.  Cybernavigators reported engaging in between 13 and 23 of 
these.  Table 2 indicates how many engage in each activity; 21 activities are universal or 
common; six are relatively rare.
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Table 2.  Cybernavigator technology use: At work or otherwise, do you…
talk on a cellphone 100%
create documents on a computer 100%
use wireless to connect to the Internet 95%
use Wikipedia 95%
text on a cellphone 95%
send or receive e-mail as part of group activities 95%
look for information on the Web 95%
share photos, audio or video or that you have made 90%
use instant messaging 86%
use a spreadsheet 86%
use online chat 81%
take digital photos 81%
post to an electronic discussion list or bulletin board 81%
send/receive email on a cellphone 76%
read an online bulletin board 76%
post information on the Web in some other way, blogging for instance 76%
browse the web on a cellphone 76%
belong to an electronic discussion list 76%
talk over the Internet as you would on a telephone (e.g. Skype) 71%
record digital video 62%
record digital audio 52%
use bookkeeping software 33%
host or edit an electronic discussion list or bulletin board 29%
create or maintain web pages 29%
use Linux or any open-source software 24%
add to or change a Wikipedia entry 19%
write a program 14%
N = 21 cybernavigators
In addition to these closed end question answers, there is a great deal more on this topic in 
focus group transcripts, but two facts stand out.  First, while all but one of the 
cybernavigators report using Wikipedia, only four are contributors to Wikipedia. 
Elsewhere (Williams 2005) we have noted the difference between downloaders and 
uploaders, or what Castells (2001) calls the interacting and the interacted.  With Wikipedia 
one of the most consulted reference works, can library workers serve patrons well if they 
aren’t also part of creating that new and complex tool?
Second, more than one cybernavigator described themselves with regret as just barely 
ahead of their patrons with respect to technology skills, without time or access to learn new 
skills.  They took for granted their demonstrated ability to think and learn—and teach!—on 
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their feet.  Their most important skill, many did reported with humor and pride, was 
patience—the ultimate people skill.
7. Social capital
Past work (Williams 2005) suggests that social capital is a determinant of IT use; in other 
words, greater quality and quantity of social support facilitates greater IT use.
For model (2) above, we operationalized social capital in two dimensions: cybernavigator 
social capital and library social capital.  Table 3 details the indicators that sum up to those 
two dimensions and, as in table 1, how often (on average) the cybernavigators witness 
each.
Cybernavigator social capital Library social capital
CN helps someone who knows his or her 
name
CN helps someone he or she knows by 
name
CN helps someone he or she recognizes 
but don't know by name
Security guard connects patron to the CN 
for help
Non-CN library staff help someone with 
computer/internet, apart from 
printing/reservations
CH helps a group of 2 or more working 
together on a task
CN helps someone he or she knows from 
some community involvement
CN brings their own laptop to work
CN shares his or her own laptop with 
patron as part of help
Less than monthly CN sees, runs into, or gets together with patrons outside of work
CN sees, runs into, or gets together with 
library co-workers outside of work
N = 27 cybernavigators
Monthly
Weekly
Daily
Librarians connects patron to the CN for 
help
Paraprofessionals connect patron to the 
CN for help
CN helps someone that a community 
member referred to him or her
 [none]
Table 3. Frequency of various indicators of social capital.
The narratives regarding social interactions and relationships are complex and rich.  Just 
two examples.  Some branch managers frown on cybernavigators bringing in laptops, and 
some don’t have laptops to bring in.  But those who do bring them in celebrate their ability 
use them to learn and stay ahead of patrons, and one of the most busy cybernavigators 
actually turns her laptop around for up to four patrons at a time to look at and use together. 
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The tools on her laptop are what the patrons want to learn.  Many patrons also come in for 
help with their own laptops.
Second and perhaps more important is the dynamic of other people helping patrons besides 
the cybernavigators.  Library staff referring patrons to the cybernavigator is critical and 
valued, and it reflects trust in the cybernavigator. But it can happen without regard for 
whoever the cybernavigator is already helping.  Or help can be offered by library staff or 
even by a fellow patron—and it is incorrect.  This conflict and confusion as everyone tries 
to help reflects the creative destruction of formal roles as the library tries to meet current 
demands.  It may be that these role changes can be consciously directed in order to move 
towards more effective service that relies on both paid and unpaid help—a third time of 
social capital, community social capital—in a time of extremely tight budgets.
Certainly, oftentimes the demands on the cybernavigator exceed those on library staff, and 
this is uncomfortable and leads to further conflict.  But sending people to the 
cybernavigator increases the functionality of the library.  If the creative destruction had 
created too much hostility, and cut off the CN, then it wouldn’t have been effective.  This 
we did not find.  On the other hand, from the point of view of the cybernavigator, what has 
to happen is the entire library has to become more connected and able to help patrons. 
Cybernavigators asked for greater functionality of the technology—word processing 
software besides in the browser, flash drives.  The capacity of the cybernavigator and the 
demands of the patron currently exceed the technological capacity of the library.
8. Conclusion, implications, and next steps
As stated, this is a report of preliminary results. We have demonstrated a tendency for 
social capital to be more influential than technological skill in the informatics moment. 
The precoded survey data provided quantitative evidence and the stories from the focus 
groups and ethnographic observations spelled out a nuanced interpretation on a qualitative 
level.
Our intention is to explore further the social aspects factors of the community as well as the 
library location itself, and to document in greater detail the experience of the 
cybernavigators in these informatics moments.
The significance of this is that if we can better understand the relative importance of 
technology and social capital, we can better design programs of social intervention to end 
the digital divide. Our past research (Alkalimat and Williams 2001, Williams and 
Takazawa 2008) indicates that people with resources in their own communities make use 
of them.  These resources, including local public libraries, are the most useful place to start. 
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